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Dear readers of IRS aktuell,

For three months now, we have been receiving daily news about the Russian war of 

aggression against Ukraine. They confront us with a reality that we no longer thought 

possible, perhaps even repressed: War in the middle of Europe. The scientific com-

munity has unanimously condemned the attack, drawn consequences for research 

cooperation and shown solidarity with the people in Ukraine. In this situation, thanks 

to a matching fund from the Leibniz Association and the support of the Ministry of 

Science, Research and Culture of the State of Brandenburg, the IRS was able to set 

up a scholarship for a Ukrainian guest researcher who had fled the dangers of war. I 

would like to thank our International Affairs Officer, Sarah Brechmann, and many 

other helpers at the IRS for their great commitment at this point.

Our research was not left untouched by the events either. When the transfer workshop 

of our joint project “From Shrinkage to Immigration. New Perspectives for Peripheral 

Large Housing Estates? New Perspectives for Peripheral Large Housing Estates” was 

held, half of the invited practitioners could not show up because they were too busy 

organising housing for refugees from Ukraine. As in 2015, when hundreds of thou-

sands of refugees from Syria had to be accommodated, large housing estates are once 

again coming into focus as places where affordable housing can still be distributed in 

the face of tight urban housing markets. 

In this issue of IRS aktuell, which was supervised by Matthias Bernt, we devote special 

attention to the industrially built large housing estates of East German cities and their 

remarkable change of role: from attractive, modern residential areas to media-stig-

matised places of departure and from there to new arrival points of migration. In the 

aforementioned joint project (p. 17), the IRS, together with partner institutions in the 

region, researched the background and practical challenges of this change. Contri-

butions in this issue provide information about the change in municipal integration 

work (p. 14), the role of the housing industry (p. 20) and demands on open space plan-

ning (p. 24). Two articles in this issue were contributed by researchers from other Lei-

bniz Institutes (pp. 4, 24).

On 1 January 2022, the IRS reorganised itself (p. 34). Instead of five departments, 

the Institute now has three main research areas, each with a clearly recognisable 

focus: “Economy and Civil Society”, “Politics and Planning” and “Contemporary His-

tory and Archives”. Our new research programme (2022-2025) “Disruption – Critical 

Moments of Socio-Spatial Change” provides a common framework for the work of the 

research foci. Under this thematic arc, we are increasingly focusing on the disrup-

tions, the extreme, unexpected events that have profound effects on spatial develop-

ments, such as the COVID-19 pandemic. The war in Ukraine has sadly confirmed the 

topicality of this theme.

Now I wish you a stimulating read.

Your Oliver Ibert 

Director of the IRS



4 IRS AKTUELL No 22 | July 2022

Growing inequality
On the Social Situation in  

(East German) Large Housing Estates

Large housing estates exist in both East and West Germany. However, their starting points, their lines 
of development and the social composition of their inhabitants differ significantly in both parts of the 
country. Whereas large housing estates in West Germany were from the beginning focal points of immi-
gration and inhabited by predominantly low-income households, the “Plattenbau areas” in East Ger-
many underwent a dramatic transformation: From popular and socially largely homogeneous residential 
neighbourhoods to places of out-migration and finally to centres of renewed immigration. In this pro-
cess of change, the socio-spatial inequality in East German cities overtook that in West German cities. 

Since the 1960s at the latest, both in 

West and East Germany, large housing 

estates were built in industrial mul-

ti-storey construction technique to cre-

ate space for the rapidly growing pop-

ulation in the post-war period. While 

large housing estates in West Germany, 

such as Cologne-Chorweiler, were seen 

as a less attractive form of housing 

and were often home to an above-av-

erage number of “guest workers” – as 

immigrated workers used to be called 

– and their families, the large housing 

estates built in prefabricated slab con-

struction in the East, such as Cottbus-

Sandow, were popular and were inhab-

ited by all social classes. On the one 

hand, there were urban planning rea-

sons for this, because the old towns in 

the east were hardly modernised and 

suburban housing estates were not 

built. On the other hand, socio-spatial 

inequalities could hardly arise because 

the GDR as a whole hardly allowed for 

economic inequalities.

Worsening Inequality in 
Eastern German Cities

Today, the situation is different. As my 

colleague Stefanie Jähnen from the 

Social Science Research Center Ber-

lin and I showed in 2018 in our study 

“Wie brüchig ist die soziale Architek-

tur unserer Städte?” (“How Fragile is 

the Social Architecture of Our Cities?”), 

the (large) cities in eastern Germany 

have particularly deep socio-economic 

trenches, which have also deepened 

particularly strongly in recent years. 

The extent and dynamics of social 

inequality in the East even proved to  

be greater than in West German cit-

ies – a finding that caused quite a stir. 

While the few existing studies still 

described the social distribution of the 

population in the eastern German cit-

ies as socially homogeneous in the mid-

1990s, the eastern German cities we 

studied already showed a higher spa-

tial unequal distribution of poverty 

(segregation) in 2005, measured by 

the proportion of households receiv-

ing SGB II (unemployment benefit 

II), than the western German cities. 

Moreover, the residential neighbour-

hoods of the eastern German cities 

are becoming increasingly unequal 

over time, whereas this is hardly to 

be observed in western German cit-

ies. Poverty is increasingly concen-

trated in large housing estates. Pov-

erty rates in the large housing estates 

themselves have not risen over the last 

15 years. It is rather the case that they 

have remained constant (high) despite 

the very good economic development, 

while they have fallen sharply in the 

other city districts. Most recently, pov-

erty rates of 50 % among children in 

Prof. Dr. Marcel Helbig 
marcel.helbig@wzb.eu 

Marcel Helbig is a sociologist and head 
of the research area “Structures and  
Systems” at the Leibniz Institute for 

Educational Pathways (LIfBI) as well as 
a researcher in the project group at the 
President's Office at the Social Science 

Research Center Berlin (WZB).  
His research focuses on social inequal-

ities in the school system and their 
underlying structures. In this context,  

he analyses the changing social structure 
of German cities.

 

mailto:marcel.helbig@wzb.eu
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large housing estates in eastern Ger-

many were not exceptional.

Some differentiation is in order, how-

ever, because the findings are not 

homogeneous. The study “Berliner 

Großsiedlungen am Scheideweg?” 

(“Berlin Large Housing Estates at 

the Crossroads”) by the Kompetenz-

zentrum Großwohnsiedlungen e. V. 

from 2021 shows that the social sit-

uation in West Berlin's large housing 

estates is even more strained than in 

East Berlin. Child poverty (the propor-

tion of children in families receiving 

transfer payments) is 50 % in the large 

housing estates in West Berlin, 37.5 % 

in the large housing estates in East 

Berlin and 22.6 % outside the large 

housing estates. What East and West 

Germany have in common is that it is 

precisely the housing estates that are 

particularly hard hit by poverty that 

are decisive for the extent of social ine-

quality overall. A decisive difference 

between East and West, however, is 

that the large housing estates in East 

Germany are home to a significantly 

higher proportion of the total popula-

tion. Systematic differences between 

large housing estates and other neigh-

bourhoods therefore have a greater 

impact on city-wide measures of ine-

quality in the eastern German cities.

Moving West, 
Suburbanisation and Inner-
City Redevelopment

How did the development described 

above come about? As a result of 

the Peaceful Revolution, from 1989 

onwards three overlapping migration  

trends from the large East German 

housing estates took place. First, a 

strong exodus to West Germany be -

gan due to rising unemployment. 

This mainly affected large housing 

estates near industrial combines (e.g. 

Halle-Neustadt or Hoyerswerda). The 

second wave of the exodus began in the 

mid-1990s as a process of catch-up sub-

urbanisation, “in the course of which 

the flywheel of social segregation  

gains its actual momentum”, as urban 

and regional sociologist Carsten Keller 

writes. The process of suburbanisation 

set in so late because it was only after 

a few years that significant assets had 

been accumulated in East Germany 

that made it possible to buy a home 

on the outskirts of the city. In addi-

tion, the key interest rate of the Ger-

man Bundesbank was around 8 % until 

the beginning of 1993, which made 

borrowing unattractive, and then 

decreased to 2.5 % by the beginning 

of 1996. The group that moved to the 

outskirts of the East German cities dur-

ing this period were mainly financially 

strong family households from the pre-

fabricated housing areas. Those house-

holds that could not afford another 

form of housing were left behind. 

Increasing vacancies and loss of pur-

chasing power made services, trade 

and infrastructure in the large hous-

ing estates uneconomical and they dis-

appeared. As a result, the social segre-

gation in the prefabricated buildings 

became a trigger for further exodus. It 

was further exacerbated by the influx 

of people receiving transfer payments 

into the large housing estates in East 

Germany.

Parallel to the construction of single- 

family housing estates in East German 

suburbs and villages, the old quarters 

in the inner cities were increasingly 

refurbished. The comprehensive rede-

velopment began somewhat later and 

was less dynamic than suburbanisa-

tion. Nevertheless, migration to rede-

veloped inner city locations is another 

factor that can explain the high degree 

of social segregation in some eastern 

German cities. Precisely because many 

East German cities were less destroyed 

in the war than in the West (with the 

exception of Dresden and Magdeburg), 

and the old towns were not affected 

by architectural fashions and exper-

iments, the historic building fabric 

has been preserved. Today, the rede-

veloped city centres are sought-after 

For further reading

Helbig, Marcel; Jähnen, Stefanie 
(2018): Wie brüchig ist die soziale 

Architektur unserer Städte? 
Trends und Analysen der Segre-
gation in 74 deutschen Städten. 
WZB-Discussion Paper P 2018-
001. Berlin. Wissenschaftszen-

trum Berlin für Sozialforschung
    bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2018/

p18-001.pdf

Hunger, Bernd; Protz, Ralf; Wei-
demüller, Dagmar; Melnikova, 

Mariia; Lopitz, Sebastian (2021): 
Berliner Großsiedlungen am 

Scheideweg? Kompetenzzentrum 
Großsiedlungen e.V. Berlin.  

    www.gross-siedlungen.de/de/
media/pdf/4251.pdf

Keller, Carsten (2005): Leben im 
Plattenbau. Zur Dynamik sozialer 

Ausgrenzung. Frankfurt a. M./
New York: Campus.

http://www.gross-siedlungen.de/de/media/pdf/4251.pdf
https://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2018/p18-001.pdf
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locations. The large housing estates, on 

the other hand, which are often located 

on the outskirts of the city (e.g. Erfurt-

Nord, Schwerin-Großer Dreesch, Leip-

zig-Grünau, Halle-Neustadt), shrank 

and became increasingly segregated.

Within the large housing estates, the 

social situation differs once again 

depending on the year of construction: 

the large housing estates built before 

1977 are less affected by poverty, but 

more affected by ageing (proportion 

of over 65-year-olds) than the large 

housing estates built after 1977. The 

reason for this is not to be found in 

the structural quality of the building 

stock, but rather in the phase of life 

of its residents at the time of the Rev-

olution of 1989: Those who had moved  

into a flat before 1977 typically had 

school-age children in the early 1990s, 

which made a move to the West seem 

impractical, and (almost) adult chil-

dren in the late 1990s, which in turn 

made moving into a home less attrac-

tive. Younger large housing estates 

were typically occupied by younger 

families, who were the most active 

groups in moving away. Thus, newer 

neighbourhoods (e.g. Rostock-Groß-

Klein, Erfurt-Berliner Platz, Halle- 

Silberhöhe or Schwerin-Mueßer Holz) 

were particularly hard hit by people 

moving away and becoming segregated. 

The older large housing estates by 

contrast (e.g. Chemnitz-Yorckgebiet, 

Magdeburg-Brückfeld, Erfurt-Johan-

nesplatz or Jena-Lobeda-West) have 

so far remained more socially stable, 

additionally supported by the fact that 

old-age poverty seems to be a much 

smaller problem in the East German 

large housing estates than in West 

German large housing estates. The 

lower rate of old-age poverty in East 

Germany is due, on the one hand, to 

the high proportion of women who did 

not work full-time in West Germany. 

As a result, the old-age poverty rate of 

women is higher in the West than in 

the East. In addition, there is a dispro-

portionate number of migrants living 

Exodus to West Germany due 
to high unemployment 

Trends in the Removal of People from Large Housing Estates in Eastern Germany

Mid-1990s: Relocation from large 
housing estates to suburban sin-
gle-family houses

Later: Relocation to refurbished 
inner-city neighbourhoods

While the social 

distribution of the 

population in East 

German cities was 

still described as 

socially 

homogeneous in the 

mid-1990s,  

East German cities 

already showed a 

higher spatial 

inequality of 

poverty 

distribution than 

West German cities 

in 2005.
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in the large housing estates in western 

Germany, who were more likely to be 

affected by unemployment, but more 

importantly, some of them have not 

acquired full pension entitlements. In 

the East German prefabricated hous-

ing estates, there were hardly any peo-

ple with a migration background until 

2014. Despite being more socio-eco-

nomically stable, however, older East 

German estates will experience a sig-

nificant change in the coming years 

due to the death of first-time residents. 

Starting in 2015, immigration became 

a major driver in repopulating East 

German large housing estates.

Large Housing Estates as 
Arrival Neighbourhoods for 
Migration

Until a few years ago, the proportion of 

people with a migration background 

or without German citizenship was the 

aspect that differed most between east-

ern and western German large housing 

Note: 20 East German and 66 West German cities were included in the calculations. The X-axis shows the city districts according 
to their SGB II rate. Under 1 are the 10 % of the districts with the lowest poverty rate (measured against the average of their 
respective city), under 2 those 10 % with the second lowest poverty rate and under 10 the 10 % with the highest poverty 
rate. Source: Helbig, Marcel, and Stefanie Jähnen, 2019: Where does “integration” take place? The socio-spatial distribution of 
immigrants in German cities between 2014 and 2017. WZB Discussion Paper P 2019-003. Berlin. Social Science Research Center 
Berlin

Nowhere has the proportion of people 

with a migration background in the 

resident population increased as much 

in recent years as in the large housing 

estates in eastern Germany.
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estates. Before 2014, the proportions of 

foreigners in the large housing estates 

of the large eastern German cities were 

nowhere above 69 % and only in a few 

cities were the proportions of foreign-

ers in the large housing estates higher 

than in the rest of the residential areas. 

This changed between 2014 and 2017, 

i.e. during a phase of pronounced ref-

ugee migration to Germany. As a result, 

the economically weakest large hous-

ing estates in eastern Germany became 

focal points of immigration.

As can be seen in the figure, the pro-

portions of foreigners in the neigh-

bourhoods of 86 cities studied changed 

between 2014 and 2017. It can be seen 

for the western German cities that the 

proportions of foreigners in the most 

socially privileged neighbourhoods (1st 

decile, i.e. the highest-income 10 % of 

all neighbourhoods, measured against 

the average of their respective cities) 

increased the least, by 1.3 percentage 

points, and in the most socially disad-

vantaged neighbourhoods (10th decile) 

the most, by 4.1 percentage points. This 

correlation between immigration and 

social situation can be observed even 

more strongly in the eastern German 

cities. While the proportion of foreign-

ers in the socially privileged to mid-

dle locations has only risen by about 

one percentage point, a very strong 

increase is evident from the 6th decile 

onwards. In the 9th and 10th deciles, 

in which the large housing estates are 

predominantly found, the proportions 

of foreigners rose by 4.5 and 7.3 per-

centage points respectively. In this 

respect, it is precisely the most socially 

disadvantaged neighbourhoods that 

have to make the greatest integration 

effort. A large part of these develop-

ments can be attributed to the fact that 

the newly immigrated, predominantly 

low-income groups were able to set-

tle primarily in areas where vacancy 

rates were high. In eastern Germany, 

these were particularly large housing 

estates on the outskirts, for example 

southern Halle-Neustadt and Schwe-

rin-Mueßer Holz. Where there were 

fewer vacancies (e.g. in Jena, Rostock 

or Potsdam), the foreign influx was less 

socially selective.

Nevertheless, the large housing estates 

in West and East Germany still differ 

greatly from each other in terms of 

their ethnic composition. Looking at 

the large housing estates in West Ber-

lin, for example, the proportion of peo-

ple with a migration background was 

49.4 % in 2018. The East Berlin large 

housing estates were far below the Ber-

lin average with a share of 24.9 %. But 

nowhere has the increase in recent 

years been as strong as in the East Ger-

man large housing estates.

The mosque of the Islamisches Kulturcenter Halle (Saale) e.V. (Islamic Culture Centre) in the northern part of Halle-Neustadt
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Large Housing Estates in  
Eastern Europe: Quite Normal  

Residential Areas
Academic research on large housing estates is dominated by a Western perspective. The districts built 
all over Europe, especially in the 1960s to 1980s, are considered special cases on the housing market 
and potential social hotspots. The Eastern European reality is different, because here large housing 
estates are quite normal. At the same time, these neighbourhoods have to deal with completely dif-
ferent problems than their Western European counterparts. The project “Estates after Transition” has 
taken up the Eastern European perspective and shed light on the planning challenges of Eastern Euro-
pean large housing estates.

Although large housing estates in 

industrial construction were built in 

the post-war period both west and east 

of the Iron Curtain, there are striking 

differences in terms of their urban 

planning role and their perception. 

In Western Europe, they were mainly 

built in the context of social housing. 

In socialist countries, they represented 

the common form of housing construc-

tion and were inhabited by a wide 

range of population strata. While large 

housing estates in Western Europe 

housed disproportionately socially dis-

advantaged groups and quickly found 

themselves in a stigmatised position, 

their Eastern European counterparts 

evaded such a role simply because of 

their great quantitative importance. 

For example, large housing estates in 

Slovakia today account for about 80 % of 

the total housing stock! This difference 

is problematic insofar as the discus-

sion in urban and planning research 

is dominated by the (Northern) West-

ern European perception. As a result, 

a well-founded discussion of the devel-

opment potential of Eastern European 

large housing estates suffers.

Together with partners from the Uni-

versity of Tartu (Estonia) and the Euro-

pean University at St. Petersburg (Rus-

sia), a team from the IRS in the project 

“Estates after Transition – Großwohn-

siedlungen nach der Transformation” 

(EAT) took a comparative look at the 

development conditions of large hous-

ing estates in Russia, Estonia and East 

Germany based on case studies of 

six residential areas. The research-

ers asked about the perspectives for 

action and control and their embed-

ding in larger socio-economic trends. 

The project's aim was to move away 

from individual case studies towards 

a systematic classification and thus 

to expand the scientific view of large 

housing estates to include an Eastern 

European perspective. The transfer-

ability of planning and urban policy 

best practices was also a topic.

As it turned out, an opening of the 

discourse is urgently needed, both in 

terms of problem diagnoses and solu-

tions. In post-socialist countries, flats 

in large housing estates were exten-

sively privatised in the 1990s, mostly 

individually, to their residents, who 

belong to (almost) all social classes. 

This means that two common diag-

noses from Western European dis-

course do not apply: segregation, a 

major problem from French banlieues 

to British estates, is not a pressing issue 

in Eastern European large housing 

estates. At the same time, there is no 

over-commitment of public landlords, 

quite the contrary. Whereas in West-

ern Europe a diversification of owner-

ship structures is often recommended, 

PD Dr. Matthias Bernt  
Tel. 03362 793 275 

matthias.bernt@leibniz-irs.de

Matthias Bernt is a political scientist 
and sociologist. He heads the research 

group “Urban Politics” and, on a tempo-
rary basis, the research area “Politics and 

Planning” at the IRS.  
In his research, he deals with questions 
of urban development, especially migra-

tion, gentrification as well as housing 
markets and housing market policy. He 
is particularly interested in the political 

governance of urban development.

mailto:matthias.bernt@leibniz-irs.de
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Annelinn – Tartu, Estland
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in Eastern Europe there is rather the 

problem of too much fragmentation of 

ownership. From the financially weak 

pensioner to the young first-time home 

buyer to the professional landlord, a 

wide range of diverging interests are 

occur on the housing market. This 

leads to coordination problems. For 

example, who takes care of the build-

ing envelope and the outside areas? 

The boundaries of private ownership 

are also often unclear. In Tallinn, buy-

ers could decide where the property 

should end: directly at the house wall 

or at a freely chosen distance of up to 

20 metres. For each building, the new 

ownership groups made their own 

decisions, so that now the responsi-

bilities for outdoor spaces are highly 

fragmented.

Policy recommendations from West-

ern European discourse often assume 

a state capable of steering. They pre-

suppose the existence of subsidy pro-

grammes, strong public housing com-

panies, financial and human resources 

in ministries and (planning) adminis-

trations, competent private planning 

offices, experience with model pro-

cesses and a tradition of state hous-

ing market intervention in a market 

economy environment. None of these 

conditions is fulfilled in post-social-

ist countries. There is no institution-

alised experience and competence, nor 

are there sufficient financial resources 

after decades of austerity policies. In 

contrast, there is experience with 

negotiated solutions between very het-

erogeneous actors.

Against this background, many best 

practice suggestions from the aca-

demic discourse on large housing 

estates prove to be unsuitable for East-

ern Europe. However, it also became 

apparent that the institutional land-

scapes in Eastern European coun-

tries themselves are very diverse and 

the transfer possibilities of political 

concepts within Eastern Europe are 

very limited. International dialogue, 

not only in academic circles but also 

among planning practitioners, on the 

other hand, is perceived as very pro-

Lasnamäe – Tallinn, Estland

Against the 

background of the 

research results, 

many best-practice 

advices from the 

academic discourse 

on large housing 

estates turn out to 

be unsuitable for 

Eastern Europe.
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ductive and desirable. This is where 

knowledge transfer efforts in interna-

tional planning research can come in.

East Germany, by the way, can be seen 

as a mixed case between the East and 

West European models. Here, too, flats 

were privatised on a large scale, but 

not to the tenants, but to private com-

panies, so that today in many hous-

ing estates up to a third of the flats 

are in the hands of financial inves-

tors. Socially, some, but by no means 

all, East German housing estates have 

moved close to hotspots like West Ger-

man Cologne-Chorweiler in recent 

years. However, socio-economic down-

ward trends are very clearly visible. 

In terms of state options for action, 

East Germany is more in line with 

the Western European model, with 

still considerable state intervention 

capacities and a deeply rooted plan-

ning culture. Urban planning and 

socio-political concepts such as those 

applied in the case study areas of Ber-

lin-Marzahn and Halle-Neustadt are 

not available to Eastern European large 

housing estates.

The results of the EAT project will be 

included in a special issue of the Jour-

nal of Housing and the Built Environ-

ment, which is expected to be pub-

lished in 2023 and will contain articles 

on large settlements in the UK, France, 

Northern Macedonia, Finland, Estonia, 

Lithuania and Russia. First articles 

from EAT have already been published 

online. Housing policy conclusions will 

be published soon on the blog of the 

EU-funded urban development plat-

form URBACT.

The project “Estates after Transition” ran 

from July 2018 to November 2021 and was 

funded by the German Federal Ministry of 

Education and Research (BMBF) as part of 

the ERA.NET Plus with Russia funding pro-

gramme. The project was coordinated by 

Matthias Bernt (IRS).

Bernt, Matthias; Leetma, Kadir;  
Pachenkov, Oleg (2021): Large Housing 

Estates in Post-Socialist Cities.  
Challenges and Perspectives  

(Discussion Paper)

Buildings along Korowinskoje Avenue in Moscow, Dmitrowski Quarter in the Northern District

    www.estatestransition.org

    www.blog.urbact.eu

to the 
Discussion Paper 

https://doc-0o-2c-prod-03-apps-viewer.googleusercontent.com/viewer2/prod-03/pdf/9jn1e0jcb4vuhlg2rg91j1rkel93775u/dfg3h9efj375lo3074g3lai04ci6j8vq/1663670325000/3/*/APznzaaSTp1m022-yvlyXDOxKoqcmvTb2X7lZ3OwUB7_y8VTykSlwkTWyFf-uvtLoOkakvF4WuZ_uVNMautxpb1LSmL1MmgiZa63rDvpqgvH-FobLX5D1g6STrxQWoPfPBYCTqVHR1ICWMQpNU53uPDqN7QVswV8xOt_3uq8828ORfngMq2jkCVSUzEtesAwiWt5VJdYVj5io4C8M6nojeyc7uljPUMFYGHp8_dFyN8mwW5yapLm51w0tw30TyCSIOviqPcYIMd2d6f9Hi4GGzqaPiP5jbCggBiopyMuNCfwXy513kMHho-_Ytqj8ggtXrRE_6kU0fEao43gIo98tMla3d7qNCX5sLrPiow5h_-AMAPqnN_PM3b4hem1Df0q4QmoHmr2ww79?authuser
http://www.estatestransition.org
http://www.blog.urbact.eu
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The Reorganisation of Municipal  
Integration Work Using the Examples 

of Schwerin, Halle and Cottbus
Since 2015, eastern German cities have increasingly become new destinations for international mi-gra-
tion. The majority of immigration took place in the large housing estates, which still had larger vacancies 
in the housing sector. Here, the proportion of immigrant population rose sharply, which posed major 
challenges for municipalities and urban civil societies. As part of the “StadtumMig” project, the IRS 
examined the reorientation of municipal integration work from 2015 onwards. The researchers were 
able to show that the municipalities were able to quickly establish their own structures and coopera-
tion networks, but that their stabilisation remains difficult.

Eastern German cities have established 

themselves as places of arrival at the 

latest since the strong influx of refu-

gees from 2015 onwards. The change 

was particularly noticeable in cit-

ies with large housing estates, which 

had previously been heavily affected 

by migration and thus vacancies. Such 

cities often took in more refugees than 

the Königstein Key – the nationwide 

distribution key for refugees – would 

have provided. As a result, in some 

large housing estates, such as Halle-

Neu stadt and Schwerin-Mueßer Holz, 

the proportion of migrant population 

rose from a very low starting level to 

up to 30 % in a short time. As a result, 

these municipalities have to cope with 

major integration tasks. For the cities, 

this development had positive and neg-

ative effects. On the one hand, they 

were able to stabilise their population 

figures, especially in the large housing 

estates; the new residents contributed 

to a rejuvenation in the neighbour-

hoods and also to a reduction in the 

housing vacancy rate (see p. 20). On the 

other hand, the demographic change 

also increased the deficits in the neigh-

bourhoods, including the infrastruc-

tural undersupply (see p. 24 and p. 28).  

The recent influx of refugees from 

Ukraine suggests that 2015 was not an 

isolated case and that municipalities as 

a whole must prepare themselves to be 

able to react quickly to immigration. 

So what can be learned for the future 

from the 2015 immigration situation? 

How do municipalities need to be posi-

tioned for this?

Researchers in the joint project 

“StadtumMig – From Urban Rede-

velopment Focus to Immigration 

Neighbourhood? New Perspectives 

for Peripheral Large Housing Estates” 

in three large housing estates in the 

East German partner cities Schwerin, 

Halle and Cottbus (see box on p. 17). 

Researchers from the IRS have spe-

cifically investigated the transforma-

tion of municipal administrative struc-

tures and approaches, especially in 

the integration and urban planning 

offices in the three municipalities. In 

order to grasp the scope of the changes, 

they compared municipal concepts of 

action, analysed documents and con-

ducted numerous expert interviews 

with employees of the administrations, 

the regular services, in the projects of 

social organisations as well as with 

volunteers of various initiatives and 

self-organisations of migrants.

Dr. Madlen Pilz 
Tel. 03362 793 179 

madlen.pilz@leibniz-irs.de

Madlen Pilz studied European Ethnology. 
She is currently a research assistant in 

the research group “Urban Development 
Policies” at the IRS. Her research focuses 

on processes of urban transformation 
and integration.
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Three central findings can be formu-

lated on the basis of these investiga-

tions: 

 � An alignment of values and orien-

tations in municipal integration 

work had already taken place to a 

large extent in the years before 2015, 

namely towards an understanding 

of integration as a process of change 

in society as a whole. 

 � Regardless of this, however, the 

three project municipalities have 

taken very different paths in devel-

oping new administrative struc-

tures since 2015 and 2016.

 � The involvement of volunteers plays 

a major role in the implementation 

of integration tasks. 

From improvisation to 
strategic coordination

The reorganisation of municipal inte-

gration work after 2015 took place in 

several phases and varied locally. At 

the beginning, it became clear that 

existing structures had reached their 

limits. In Schwerin and Halle, for 

example, it became apparent that the 

existing position of integration officer 

was no longer sufficient to adequately 

address the situation. In the first phase, 

which was about coordinating the ini-

tial reception and accommodation of 

the increasing number of refugees in 

2015 and 2016, new key figures estab-

lished themselves in the administra-

tions. In Schwerin it was the newly 

appointed head of social affairs, in 

Cottbus the new coordinator for asy-

lum in the social affairs department. 

They were able to draw on internal 

administrative, interdepartmental 

working groups in the municipali-

ties. After about a year, the experiences 

with the arrival process led to a second 

phase in which visible, but in the cities 

studied very different, reorganisations 

of the municipal structures in the area 

of integration took place.

In Schwerin, the existing structures 

were reorganised by adding two pilot 

posts to the office of the integration 

commissioner and assigning it to the 

social department. The new head of 

department pursued a comprehen-

sive conceptual integration of integra-

tion work with the municipal compul-

sory tasks in the social sector, e.g. with 

youth social work or day care planning. 

The restructuring made it possible to 

link some of the integration tasks with 

the current tasks in these areas and 

to finance them partly through this.

In Halle, a new structure was estab-

lished to improve governance – the Ser-

vice Centre for Integration, which was 

placed under the Lord Mayor's office. 

The new centre gave integration work 

a high visibility and can be read as the 

city's commitment to taking on the 

tasks. In addition to the management 

position, the integration officer and a 

team that managed the decentralised 

accommodation of the refugees were 

located here. The later integration of 

other municipal commissioners and 

democracy promotion into the centre 

not only enabled better cooperation 

between the commissioners, but also 

a consolidation of the new structure.

The reorganisation 

of municipal  

integration work 

after 2015 took 

place in several 

phases.  

At the beginning, 

it became clear 

that existing 

structures had 

reached their  

limits.
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StadtumMig project:  
From urban redevelopment focus to immigration neighbourhood

Large housing estates in eastern Germany are changing 
from places of shrinkage to centres of immigration. While 
the growing population numbers open up new perspectives 
for the settlements, they also place new demands on in-
frastructure and open space planning as well as on the in-
tegration and participation approaches of the municipali-
ties towards the new residents. Against the backdrop of an 
international debate on so-called arrival neighbour-hoods, 
the question arises as to how the monofunctional (and in-
frastructurally poorly equipped) large housing estates can 
fulfil their role as places of arrival and integration centres. 
In the research network “From urban redevelopment focus 
to immigrant neighbour-hood? New Perspectives for Pe-
ripheral Large Housing Estates”, or “StadtumMig” for short, 
the IRS, together with the Institute for Ecological Spatial 
Development (IÖR) in Dresden, the Berlin Institute for Em-
pirical Research on Integration and Migration at the Hum-
boldt University of Berlin (BIM) and the Brandenburg Con-
sulting Company for Urban Renewal and Modernisation 
mbH (B.B.S.M.) in Potsdam, is looking at four large hous-
ing estates: Mueßer Holz and Neu-Zippendorf in Schwerin, 
Sandow in Cottbus and Südliche Neustadt in Halle (Saale). 
The focus of interest is on the newly created needs for in-
frastructures, open space planning, social services, ques-

tions of coexistence as well as the approaches to action 
and forms of control that are being developed in the mu-
nicipalities. StadtumMig is developing basic and orien-
tation knowledge about a current phenomenon of neigh-
bourhood development, creating action guidelines for the 
selected municipalities and will incorporate its findings into 
a handbook for application in municipalities with similar 
challenges. The StadtumMig project is funded by the Fed-
eral Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF) as part of 
the “Leading Initiative Future City” funding programme. It 
runs from May 2019 to September 2022 and is coordinated 
by Matthias Bernt (IRS).

    The final conference of the project will take place on 
19 September 2022.     

In contrast to Schwerin and Halle, 

the management in Cottbus was bot-

tom-up. The coordinator for asylum 

organised conferences with commit-

ted people and employees of social 

organisations and projects in all dis-

tricts affected by the influx. The focus 

was on the challenges of working with 

refugees, the need for support from 

the administration and networking 

between the actors. The result of these 

conferences was a list of demands that 

formed the basis for negotiations with 

the Brandenburg state government on 

the design and financing of migration 

social work in Cottbus. In addition, 

external funding was placed with the 

coordination office, so that a new struc-

ture was also created in Cottbus – the 

department for education and integra-

tion with sixteen employees, which was 

subsequently integrated into the may-

or's office and upgraded to a special-

ised service.

The very different forms of reorgani-

sation of integration work in the cities 

depend on various factors, firstly on the 

key figures established in the process 

and secondly on their possibilities to 

secure the new structures financially. 

This is because integration work is still 

a voluntary municipal task, and cities 

have to renegotiate the funding for it 

with the state governments again and 

again. This often makes it very diffi-

cult for municipalities to establish 

long-term, new positions or structures 

to manage integration tasks in their 

administrations.

Integration work in  
the neighbourhood – 
asymmetrical cooperation

In the implementation of integra-

tion tasks, the municipalities are also 

dependent on grants and project ten-

ders from the Länder, the federal gov-

Municipal  

administrative 

structures in the 

field of  

integration can be 

organised in very 

different ways. 

However, reliable 

funding is  

important.

 stadtummig.de

https://stadtummig.de/
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ernment and the European Union, 

resulting in a more temporary and 

project-based financing of municipal 

integration work. One way to compen-

sate for this regularly changing fund-

ing is to involve volunteers in integra-

tion work. Of course, this also brings a 

great advantage, namely the participa-

tion and co-creation of the integration 

process by the citizens, which also sup-

ports the opening and transformation 

of society as a whole. In the research of 

the StadtumMig project it became clear 

that different forms of cooperation 

with the voluntary sector have been 

established in the city administrations. 

Schwerin and Halle, which already had 

very well established integration work 

before 2015, have long-standing hori-

zontal structures for cooperation: the 

integration networks, which are led by 

the integration officers. The issues of 

integration work are discussed here in 

various thematically organised work-

ing groups. Cottbus was at the begin-

ning in this regard in 2016, but was 

quickly able to establish a horizon-

tal way of working due to numerous 

active initiatives, although this has not 

yet been institutionalised in this form. 

Cooperation here takes place in district 

or specialised conferences.

In the example of the three cities, it 

was observed that both integration 

networks and event-related coopera-

tion in conferences are suitable forms 

for jointly addressing the tasks in the 

immigrant neighbourhoods. However, 

there were clear differences in the way 

administrations approach and involve 

volunteers. In Schwerin, attention is 

paid to compensating for the perceived 

deficits of volunteers, such as – from 

the administration's point of view – a 

lack of efficiency and parallel activities. 

In Cottbus, on the other hand, volun-

teers are involved in the joint prepa-

ration of negotiations with the state or 

city government about finances and 

new strategies. The Cottbus model is 

thus based more on the idea of an alli-

For further reading
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ance with the actors in the neighbour-

hood, whereas cooperation in Schwerin 

in the past has shown quite dirigiste 

traits.

The British economist, sociologist and 

political scientist Bob Jessop, who has 

studied the challenges of governance 

in vertical and horizontal networks, 

points to the difficulties of coordinat-

ing different types of actors in horizon-

tal networks. These are characterised 

by different working methods, motives 

and resources, which also always char-

acterises an asymmetry of power in the 

networks. While the main office (in 

this case administrative staff) focuses 

on objectives, effectiveness and syn-

ergies, the voluntary work is about 

mutual support and empowerment. 

The findings of the StadtumMig pro-

ject suggest that more top-down organ-

ised coordination models can be very 

efficient, but that there is a danger of 

not respecting the voluntary nature of 

voluntary work enough and limiting 

its decision-making and organisational 

possibilities. This can break down the 

asymmetries in horizontal networks, 

which would impair cooperation.

In summary, the inter-municipal com-

parison in the StadtumMig project 

suggests that municipal administra-

tive structures in the field of integra-

tion can be organised very differently. 

However, it is important to have re - 

liable funding in order to prevent an 

endless loop between the situation-re-

lated development and dismantling 

of structures, positions and projects. 

Integration work that is designed hori-

zontally, as cooperation with citizens, 

can promote a sustainable process of 

opening and transformation in urban 

society.

Percentage of foreign population in urban districts

Source: Data from the respective city administrations of Cottbus, Halle (Saale) and Schwerin. Own presentation prepared by Anna  
Wiegand, Berlin Institute for Empirical Migration and Integration Research (BIM), HU Berlin.
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Who rents and how?  
A Housing Economics View of Large 

East German Housing Estates
What role do housing ownership relationships play in the development of large housing estates? How 
do they influence their social structures and development prospects? The IRS investigated these ques-
tions in the southern Neustadt in Halle (Saale) and on the Dreesch in Schwerin, among other places. It 
turned out: East German large housing estates have experienced a reshuffling of the homeowner struc-
ture in recent years. Commercial investors have acquired considerable parts of the housing stock and 
have become a structure-determining factor alongside municipal and cooperative owners. The conse-
quences are very differentiated.

As part of the StadtumMig project (see 

box p. 17), the respective planning his-

tories of selected large housing estates 

were reviewed, documents (e.g. plan-

ning documents and annual reports) 

were analysed, and interviews were 

conducted with administration, the 

housing industry, urban planning and 

other actors. The aim was to under-

stand the different perspectives on 

the transformation of large housing 

estates. Ownership structures and 

housing business models formed a 

separate research module. 

In retrospect, the path to today's 

ownership structure of large housing 

estates in East Germany can be under-

stood as a sequence of three waves of 

sales: The first wave can be traced 

back to the Old Debt Assistance Act 

(AltSchG) of 1993, which obliged “old 

debt-burdened” municipal and cooper-

ative housing companies from the GDR 

to privatise one sixth of their hold-

ings. In the GDR, housing companies 

had taken on debts with the GDR state 

bank, which, however, had no factual 

significance for their housing activi-

ties. With the privatisation of the GDR 

state bank, "virtual" debts became real 

debts. The governing coalition of CDU 

and FDP decided to reduce the debts 

through a state old debt redemption 

fund as well as a lump-sum partial 

privatisation of the stock. Even then, 

buying up these flats became a playing 

field for “knights of fortune and pre-

fabricated housing hasards”, as the 

news magazine “Der Spiegel” wrote 

in its 11/2000 issue. Almost without 

exception, these had to file for bank-

ruptcy after a few years. The affected 

stocks thus fell into the receivership 

of the lending banks and were sold on 

several times in the following years, 

often in “packages” with other invest-

ments such as wind turbines or shop-

ping parks.

A second wave of sales began in the 

2000s. At that time, East German cities 

were confronted with population losses 

that had taken on dramatic exceptions 

in the large housing estates. One con-

sequence of this situation was a sharp 

drop in property prices in the affected 

areas. Interview partners told us that 

in the 2000s discount purchase prices 

of 60 euros per square metre for an 

unrenovated prefabricated building 

were normal. The properties priva-

tised in the 1990s were shifted back and 

forth between different owners over a 

period of about ten years, with specu-

lative business models dominating. In 

addition, there were further “private 

treaty” sales by municipal and cooper-

ative companies that needed liquidity 

in the difficult market situation.

PD Dr. Matthias Bernt  
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Map with owner types in Schwerin and Halle
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Since the 2010s, privatisation of munic-

ipal and cooperative housing has been 

a thing of the past, so that hardly any 

new stock comes onto the market. This 

leads to concentration processes in 

which portfolios are sold on from one 

financial investor to another, compa-

nies merge, or portfolios are combined 

in specialised sub-companies and sold 

on. Profits are achieved primarily by 

exploiting economies of scale (profit-

ability through mass), by insourcing  

(the handling of janitorial, repair and 

other services through own subsidiar-

ies that are trimmed to extreme cost 

savings) and, where possible, rent 

increases. This development can also 

be observed paradigmatically in the 

city districts studied. For example, in 

the southern Neustadt in Halle (Saale), 

properties acquired in the 2000s by a 

relatively small company specialis-

ing in insolvency buyouts were taken 

over in the 2010s by the listed company 

Grand City Properties, based in Lux-

embourg, and finally sold on to the 

Swedish Heimstaden Group in 2021. As 

a result, the list of owners in both dis-

tricts now reads like a Who's Who of the 

financialised (i.e. driven by investors' 

expectations of returns on the capital 

market) housing industry in Germany.

With the rise of listed, highly profit-ori-

ented housing companies, three dis-

tinctive housing industry models can 

now be found in large housing estates 

in eastern Germany. They sometimes 

differ significantly in how they allocate 

housing and how they deal with their 

property portfolios.

Municipal housing 
companies

In general, municipal companies in 

Germany are often called upon by their 

municipalities to assist in the fulfil-

ment of compulsory municipal tasks. 

This includes the provision of housing 

for groups of people who cannot pro-

vide for themselves on the market, such 

as recipients of transfer payments and 

asylum seekers. As a result, municipal 

housing companies usually provide a 

disproportionate amount of housing 

for low-income groups and groups 

discriminated against in the housing 

market. The fact that the companies' 

portfolios are spatially concentrated in 

large housing estates already leads to 

an increased spatial concentration of 

socially disadvantaged people in these 

estates. 

Cooperatives

In addition to the municipal enter-

prises, the housing cooperatives rep-

resent a second pillar of housing pro-

vision in the large housing estates in 

East Germany. Due to their specific 

legal construction, they often have a 

tendency towards structural conserv-

atism, where the boards of directors 

do not bring proposals to the general 

meeting that they expect to be rejected 

by the majority of the members. This 

is particularly true for the housing 

of stigmatised population groups. In 

addition, applicants for housing in 

cooperatives have to subscribe to coop-

erative shares when renting a flat. This 

is a considerable problem for people 

on transfer payments, as these costs 

are rarely covered by the job centres 

or the foreigners' offices. As a result, 

the proportion of these groups of peo-

ple in cooperative housing is far below 

average.

Private renting

The rental policies of private, often 

capital market-driven housing com-

panies are extremely heterogeneous. 

In addition to companies that almost 

never rent to recipients of transfer pay-

ments and people without German 

citizenship, there are also companies 

that focus their rental business on pre-

cisely these groups. In this case, low 

purchase prices, high occupancy rates, 

low management costs and state-guar-

anteed rent payments are combined 

into a successful rental model. Unlike 

municipal and cooperative compa-

nies, locally operating property man-

Bernt, Matthias; Colini, Laura; Förste, 
Daniel (2017): Privatization, Financializa-

tion and State Restructuring in Eastern 
Germany: The Case of Am Südpark. Inter-
national Journal of Urban and Regional 

Research, 41, 555-571.

Bernt, Matthias (2021): Die Segregation-
smaschine: Entmischung in deutschen 

Großwohnsiedlungen und ihre Ursachen. 
Die Wohnungswirtschaft, 74(2), 8-11.
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agement companies are closely inte-

grated into global corporate strategies 

in which the development of individ-

ual locations plays only a subordinate 

role. They often have tight targets in 

terms of rental income and little scope 

for investment. As a result, they often 

focus on ensuring high occupancy rates 

and are very competitive in the mar-

ket to do so. There are reports of the 

“99 euro flat”, the distribution of Ara-

bic-language flyers in front of refugee 

accommodation and a waiver of debt-

free and creditworthiness checks. The 

following quote from an interview with 

a property management company suc-

cinctly reflects this orientation:

“Somewhere in a distant location sits 

a lettings person who processes the 

statistics. And to be honest, he doesn't 

care whether we put up a headscarf or 

a Hartz IV recipient. The main thing 

[...] is that the terminations that come 

in are compensated for by new con-

tracts [...]. ”

As a result of this rental practice, house - 

holds that are discriminated against 

elsewhere or can only afford the cheap-

est offers due to their income situation 

are often still most likely to find accom-

modation in the flats bought by finan-

cial investors. As with the municipal 

companies, this leads to an increased 

concentration of poor households in the 

corresponding stock.

The overall picture is differentiated: 

On the one hand, there are consider-

able differences between individual 

landlords. Above all, the cooperatives 

are “anchors of stability” in the areas. 

However, this also goes hand in hand 

with a weaker commitment to provid-

ing low-income groups with housing. 

This task is largely taken over by the 

municipal companies and some pri-

vate landlords. As a rule of thumb 

one can state: The higher the share of 

municipal and/or private landlords in 

a large housing estate, the lower the 

social status. The losers are primar-

ily the areas where demolitions in the 

context of urban redevelopment and 

privatisation of municipal and cooper-

ative housing have been concentrated 

in the past. Extreme concentrations of 

poverty have developed here in a very 

short time. The neighbourhoods stud-

ied in the StadtumMig project indeed 

belong to this group.

The great importance of commercial 

housing companies for the strong con-

centration of financially weak and/or 

migrant households in large housing 

estates has so far been neglected in 

discussions about the planning and 

urban policy control of the social devel-

opment of large housing estates. The 

relevant networks are almost exclu-

sively made up of municipal hous-

ing companies and cooperatives that 

work closely with politicians and have 

been involved in processes of cooper-

ative neighbourhood development for 

a long time. Commercial housing pro-

viders have so far been a “blank spot”. 

They cannot be reached through purely 

voluntary cooperation, but at the same 

time they play a key role. The question 

of how they can be involved in efforts 

to develop large housing estates in a 

socially sustainable way must be asked 

more actively.
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Are Open Spaces in Large Housing  
Estates Suitable as Places of  

Encounter?
Large housing estates were originally planned with their own district centres and lots of green space 
between the buildings. In the StadtumMig project, the Leibniz Institute for Ecological and Regional Devel-
opment (IÖR) in Dresden examined the urban structures, open spaces and infrastructures of selected 
large housing estates in eastern Germany to see whether they still offer places for meeting, exchang-
ing ideas and getting to know each other. It turned out that there is a lack of suitable meeting places. 
Especially under the impression of renewed population growth due to migration, open space planning 
in large housing estates is therefore facing great challenges.

In the sub-project of the IÖR within 

the StadtumMig project, the poten-

tials and obstacles of appropriating 

public spaces were investigated. For 

this purpose, two perspectives on the 

structural-spatial situation of large 

housing estates were adopted: on the 

one hand, that of the built space with 

its structural, physical and functional 

aspects (e.g. infrastructure, residen-

tial buildings or relationships to the 

landscape), and on the other hand, 

that of the lived space based on peo-

ple's everyday experience, their needs 

and resources. On-site mapping, online 

walks with local actors, interviews, 

document and data analysis and sur-

vey results were used.

The Initial Situation – A Lot 
of Green, but Little Going On

East German large housing estates are 

characterised by a high proportion of 

green space. The original urban devel-

opment plans from the 1960s to 1980s 

already provided for large, wide green 

spaces. As a rule, the residential build-

ings are set back from the streets. As a 

result, there were and still are many 

intermediate green spaces without any 

real function or use. However, there 

were and are also variously planted 

front garden areas at the entrances 

to the buildings. In the courtyards 

between the row buildings there are 

lawns and plantings. They were orig-

inally used mainly as laundry drying 

areas. Occasionally, there are recrea-

tional areas with playground equip-

ment. In the peripheral areas, larger 

city parks with a variety of leisure facil-

ities were often created. In addition, 

the settlements often border on land-

scaped areas such as forests or river-

banks. Originally, district centres were 

also planned in the settlements, which 

bundled various shopping and service 

offers and were designed as pedestrian 

areas with recreational facilities. How-

ever, these were only partially imple-

mented, as the resources for this were 

already lacking in some areas at the 

time of their creation.

After 1989, funding measures from 

the federal programme “Städtebau-

liche Weiterentwicklung großer Neu-

baugebiete” (Urban Development of 

Large New Housing Areas) attempted to 

supplement these urban development 

elements, some of which were still 

missing, and also to improve the open 

space facilities. New playgrounds and 

more neighbourhood parks were cre-

ated and the existing ones upgraded, 

also to counteract the increasingly 

negative image of the “Platte” (slab). 

With the diagnosis of high vacancy 

rates as a result of dramatic popula-

tion losses in almost all East German 

cities, and there especially in the large 
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Missed opportunity: The pedestrian zone “Am Treff” on the north-south link in the Halle/Südliche Neustadt residential area not only has a small-scale structure thanks 
to various owner-managed shops, but is also well frequented. The new retail complex opposite only turns a windowless back on this lively place. (Photo: K. Friedrich)

Cottbus-Sandow: The pedestrian zone from GDR times was supplemented with flat commercial new buildings. It offers shops on both sides that enliven the pedestrian 
area. Seating and newly planted trees make it possible to spend time without being forced to consume. 



26 IRS AKTUELL No 22 | July 2022

housing estates, the housing industry 

and consequently also the urban plan-

ning perspective on the residential 

areas changed. The extensive decon-

struction, which has been promoted 

since 2002 within the framework of the 

federal programme “Stadtumbau Ost” 

(Urban Redevelopment East), has been 

implemented primarily in the stock of 

large housing estates. The strategy of 

deconstruction from the outside in, 

originally favoured in most cities, 

with the aim of maintaining compact 

and functional urban structures, con-

tinuing to operate the network-bound 

infrastructures efficiently and ulti-

mately re-using the peripheral areas 

for other, mainly landscape-related 

land uses, has not been successful in 

most cities. Although there were corre-

sponding urban planning concepts, in 

many places, as a result of forced pri-

vatisation, the interests of private-sec-

tor owners determined the course of 

events (see p. 20 and p. 30). The control 

possibilities of integrated urban devel-

opment concepts or urban redevelop-

ment concepts were therefore basically 

limited to the remaining municipal 

and cooperative holdings. 

As a result, buildings were demolished 

almost everywhere, both residential 

buildings and functional buildings 

such as kindergartens, which were 

often located in the inner block areas of 

the residential rows. This has led to an 

enormous increase in open spaces, for 

which there is (initially and probably 

also in future in most cases) “only” the 

option of subsequent use as green open 

space. There was no need for redevel-

opment, and the funding regulations 

generally prohibited this for the next 

ten years anyway. This may sound like 

a luxury – especially in comparison to 

densely built-up inner city neighbour-

hoods. In some places, new, attrac-

tive open spaces could be created as 

a result. For the majority of the areas, 

however, it was hardly possible to find 

sensible and, above all, long-term 

financially viable approaches to the use 

and design of open space. As a result, 

there are currently even more wide, 

green spaces in the housing estates, 

which in many places convey a sense 

of emptiness and uneventfulness. The 

residents, too, perceive such areas less 

as potentials, but rather intensify the 

perception of decline and devaluation.

Lack of Meeting Places and 
Possibilities for Improvement

With the strong immigration of ref-

ugees since 2015, the large housing 

estates are once again experiencing an 

influx. In addition to pure population 

growth, this is also changing the demo-

graphic composition of the residents: 

households are becoming younger, 

more international and larger. The 

neighbourhoods must therefore cope 

with major upheavals in their popula-

tion and thus also social structure in a 

comparatively short time. This poses 

new challenges for the design of open 

spaces in the settlements. Open space 

as public space within the housing 

estates is needed – perhaps more than 

ever – as a low-threshold meeting place 

in the neighbourhood that is accessi-

ble to all. However, the existing open 

and green spaces are caught between 

the conflicting and sometimes diver-

gent demands of new and old resident 

groups. This concerns issues such as 

noise perception, cleanliness, equality 

of user groups and the need for safety 

in public spaces. At the same time, the 

design of public space in large hous-

ing estates does not sufficiently sup-

port the urgently needed encounters 

between people.

In the neighbourhoods, there are few 

everyday occasions for people to actu-

ally meet. At the same time, these occa-

sions are rarely linked to places that 

allow people to stay and exchange. 

Tram stops, for example, are often iso-

lated in the streets. Rarely have kiosks 

or snack bars been established at these 

transit points, which would function-

ally complement the actually very lively 

places. The originally planned district 

centres only function in a few places, 

such as Cottbus-Sandow. Here we find 

a successful example of the interplay 

of old and new with use-oriented open 

space planning design and sensible 

In the 

neighbourhoods, 

there are few 

everyday occasions 

for people to 

actually meet each 

other. At the same 

time, these 

occasions are 

rarely linked to 

places where people 

can stay and talk.
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urban planning orientation. More 

often, however, the spatial structure 

of the district centres, and thus also the 

potential functional mix, was impaired 

in the course of demolition measures. 

Large-scale additions of supermarkets 

or new shopping centres are often not 

in an urban context, and their ori-

entation towards car parks and easy 

accessibility by car also makes it dif-

ficult to create attractive places. In 

Halle-Neustadt “Am Treff”, for exam-

ple, a new shopping centre turns the 

existing pedestrian zone into a closed 

façade, which means that the oppor-

tunity to improve the quality of stay in 

the existing pedestrian area was not 

taken. The revitalisation and upgrad-

ing of these centres can therefore be an 

important building block, on the one 

hand to make the supply offer more 

diverse, small-scale and thus also more 

attractive again and, on the other hand, 

to create everyday meeting places on 

a human scale at least in some places 

in the neighbourhoods.

In addition to functioning centres, 

there is also a lack of usable open 

spaces. Despite the generally large 

amount of open space, there is a lack of 

open spaces and green areas in terms 

of design and function that invite resi-

dents to use and appropriate them: For 

example, there is a lack of seating areas 

near the buildings, places to stay on the 

forecourts of supermarkets or service 

buildings, or picnic areas in the parks 

that can be used by everyone. It is true 

that there are specific offers for chil-

dren or people interested in sports, and 

many associations and initiatives also 

use individual spaces as part of their 

target group-specific support, edu-

cation or leisure offers in the neigh-

bourhood (e.g. playground, community 

garden). However, this management 

of individual open spaces is depend-

ent on caretakers and funding. This 

makes a long-term perspective diffi-

cult. Specific target group-oriented 

offers exclude other users and uses 

at the same time. These offers, which 

are of course valuable in themselves, 

cannot fully compensate for the lack of 

suitable everyday meeting places and 

occasions, such as a visit to the fruit 

and vegetable stall, the ice cream van 

or the neighbourhood meeting place in 

the courtyard or in front of the house.

There are various limits to the indi-

vidual or communal appropriation of 

green spaces. On the balconies, some-

times also at the entrances of the build-

ings or in the existing tenant gardens 

in the neighbourhoods, one can see the 

desire of many residents to appropriate 

spaces by adapting them to their own 

ideas in terms of function and design. 

This is hardly possible on a larger scale. 

Even the green spaces close to the flats 

are very large, poorly structured and 

it is not easy to see who actually owns 

the spaces and who would be the con-

tact person for active use and possi-

ble design. There are some community 

gardens, but they are often initiated 

and managed by the city adminis-

tration or institutions active in the 

areas. In principle, such gardens have 

the potential to bring people together 

and at the same time to improve the 

living environment and the everyday 

life of the residents of the neighbour-

hoods. Many people know gardening 

from their childhood, their countries 

of origin or they are simply enthusias-

tic about doing it themselves or want 

access to fresh, locally produced, per-

haps also special or inexpensive food. 

Working together in the garden is seen 

in a correspondingly positive light. 

While such gardens are almost part of 

the urban development repertoire in 

other types of neighbourhoods, there 

have hardly been any successful bot-

tom-up initiatives from the residents 

of large housing estates, even though 

the desire for them is expressed more 

frequently. In addition to the less con-

ducive spatial conditions, there is cer-

tainly also a lack of networking oppor-

tunities and institutional obstacles to 

approaching landowners or the city 

administration, for example. Here, 

concrete actions for activation and 

self-empowerment could provide sup-

port. 
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Position

Social Mix: A Meaningful  
Orientation for Action? 

The findings are clear: In many large housing estates, low-income households are moving in. Because 
they cannot find adequate housing elsewhere, they move to where it is still available at affordable prices. 
All in all, this increases the concentration of poverty in the large housing estates. What does this mean 
for policy? The public debate in Germany is still dominated by the image of a “social mix”, which is to be 
maintained or restored through targeted control of the resident structure of large housing estates. But 
the scientific evidence for this is thin. Another variable is more important and easier to influence polit-
ically: infrastructure provision. 

If you follow the discussion on large 

housing estates in the German pub-

lic, one narrative dominates above all: 

“The social mix is in danger!” In con-

junction with often dystopian associ-

ations, politicians and planners fear 

the development of “ghettos”, warn of 

“parallel societies” and see the “inte-

gration capacity” of our cities threat-

ened. Such fears are based on the idea 

of “neighbourhood effects”, which is 

also discussed in research. Put sim-

ply, this theory assumes that living in 

a disadvantaged neighbourhood leads 

to additional difficulties for disadvan-

taged households. From this diagnosis, 

housing companies and policy-mak-

ers derive the demand to keep occu-

pancy rates for low-income house-

holds low in large housing stocks and 

rather not build too many social hous-

ing units in large housing estates. But 

how exactly are the postulated “neigh-

bourhood effects” justified, and how 

tenable are the justifications? Can they 

really justify certain political-planning 

interventions?

Some researchers refer to neighbour-

hood effects primarily as stigmatisa-

tion processes, i.e. the effects of a “bad 

address” on the life chances of disad-

vantaged persons. This connection has 

been proven by individual qualitative 

studies, for example on discrimination 

in job applications or in the granting 

of loans. Overall, however, stigmatisa-

tion is difficult to prove. Stigmatisation 

and discrimination are also difficult 

for policy-makers to control, because 

they arise in complex social discourses 

that are difficult for policy-makers to 

influence and are reflected in a variety 

of micro-practices (e.g. in the selection 

between different housing applicants). 

Another perspective refers to socialisa-

tion effects. Here it is assumed that the 

fact that adolescents in the respective 

neighbourhoods have almost exclu-

sive contact with people of low status 

shapes their socialisation to such an 

extent that social advancement is made 

impossible. If you are surrounded only 

by the unemployed, you will never 

think of becoming a professor, so the 

theory goes. Of all the perspectives, 

this one implies most clearly that a 

high proportion of poor households 

per se (as the governing mayor of Ber-

lin Franziska Giffey put it, for exam-

ple) leads to “too many social problems 

in one place”. However, this connec-

tion is controversial and the scientific  

evidence for the “contact hypothesis” is 

thin. How someone grows up is simply 

dependent on too many factors. Recent 

research on migration-dominated 

neigh bourhoods has also shown that 

spatial concentrations of households 
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with the same social characteristics 

can also lead to more mutual support 

and thus better integration. However, 

even if one shares the very question-

able premise that poor people learn 

poverty from poor people, the question 

arises as to whether this problem can 

be tackled through immigration bar-

riers and fewer social housing units in 

large housing estates. In view of highly 

strained urban housing markets and 

the progressive displacement of poorer 

and even middle-income households 

from innercity neighbourhoods, mov-

ing into large housing estates is cur-

rently simply without alternative – at 

least as long as significantly more social 

housing is not built in affluent areas 

as well.

A third reading focuses on infrastruc-

ture and argues that neighbourhoods 

with many poor residents generally 

have poorer transport links, a less 

diversified commercial infrastructure 

and often poorer schools and cultural 

and social facilities. In this perspec-

tive, those who are less well educated, 

have a poorer diet and have to over-

come barriers in order to enjoy culture, 

for example, are at an additional dis-

advantage compared to city dwellers 

who have all this in close proximity. 

This perspective focuses on material 

disadvantages, e.g. lack of public trans-

port connections and overburdened 

schools. Instead of locating the prob-

lem with the people in disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods, it emphasises the 

socio-spatial allocation of resources. 

It thus directly opens up a perspective 

for action: neighbourhoods in which 

households with social problems are 

concentrated need additional sup-

port. They must be particularly well 

served by public transport and broad-

band connections, provided with par-

ticularly well-equipped schools and 

strengthened with particularly active 

youth, leisure and cultural promotion.

In sum, it becomes clear that the par-

adigm of social mix does not offer the 

best approach to the actual problems 

in poverty-stricken neighbourhoods.  

A policy that focuses on urban disad-

vantage compensation in the infra-

structure sector would be more tar-

geted and effective here.
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Interview with Spatial Planner Reinhard Huß 

“The Large Housing Estate Does Not 
Exist. There Are Different Large  

Settlements!”

Schwerin-Mueßer Holz is one of three large housing estates in eastern Germany that were examined in 
the StadtumMig project. Urban planner Reinhard Huß has accompanied the development of the neigh-
bourhood since the early 1990s. In this interview, he looks back and comments on the discussion about 
large housing estates as arrival neighbourhoods.

You came to Schwerin in 1993. 
What was your first impression 
of the large housing estates 
there compared to those you 
knew from West Germany? 

I never actually made the compari-

son between the Federal Republic and 

Schwerin. It was a very exciting time 

because many things were possible rel-

atively unbureaucratically. And I had 

never experienced anything compara-

ble on this scale. I had previously been 

more concerned with workers' housing 

estates in the Ruhr area, which were 

built by the mines for their workers, 

and only marginally with large hous-

ing estates. So Schwerin-Mueßer Holz 

was something completely new for me.

Was there anything that 
totally surprised you when you 
came to Mueßer Holz?  

Yes, the surprising thing about Mueßer 

Holz was how quickly people moved 

away. The population development was 

declining very strongly. We drew up a 

framework plan, but in the course of 

it the forecasts that were made in con-

nection with it were actually already 

outdated. At that time we had Stadt-

Büro Hunger as our framework plan-

ner, who saw the prefabricated housing 

estates as very viable for the future and 

was committed to preserving and val-

orising these estates. But the expecta-

tions he formulated were far removed 

from reality. The development was 

much more negative than predicted.

What factors contributed to 
this negative development in 
the neighbourhoods at the 
time? 

The essential thing was that this 

housing construction is and was very 

strongly associated with the system of 

the GDR. It followed the claim “Every-

one gets equal living conditions, the 

professor lives next to the worker. No 

one should be better off”. This was sup-

posed to solve the GDR's housing prob-

lem. You also got a flat if you were a 

member of the party. There were many 

connections to the political system of 

the GDR. That certainly made it unat-

tractive for many people to live there 

after reunification. Of course, there 

was also the urge to live more individ-

ually and to escape this same housing 

construction – into one's own home, 

into the city centre, into the redevel-

oped housing stock. Then the residen-

tial environment became increasingly 

unattractive because of the masses of 

cars flooding in. Infrastructure was 

quickly closed down, restaurants and 

the like. It was an exodus, driven by a 

variety of factors. 

Reinhard Huß

Reinhard Huß is a spatial planner. From 
1993 to 2022, he was responsible for the 
development of large housing estates at 
the Schwerin Urban Development and 

Economy Department, especially for the 
districts of Großer Dreesch, Neu Zippen-

dorf and Mueßer Holz. As part of the 
StadtumMig project, the state capital 

Schwerin was involved as a joint partner 
and Reinhard Huß was the central con-
tact person in the city administration.
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Residential building Keplerstraße 6-8, Schwerin-Mueßer Holz

The Mueßer Holz neighbourhood 
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Could or should the 
municipality have acted 
differently in terms of urban 
policy at that time in order to 
maintain the attractiveness of 
the large housing estate? How 
do you see it in retrospect? 

I don't think there would have been 

many other options. In my view, the 

biggest mistake that was made was 

the privatisation, especially in Mueßer 

Holz, which was not really discussed at 

all. There was a compulsion to priva-

tise 15 % of the housing stock because 

of the old debt regulation. We talked 

to the housing companies about many 

things in the context of urban rede-

velopment, but not about where pri-

vatisation should have taken place. 

This severely limited the ability of the 

municipality and the housing compa-

nies to act, precisely in this neighbour-

hood, Mueßer Holz, where it would 

have been most urgently needed. The 

consequence for the district was that 

the deconstruction was very diffuse. 

What changes do you think the 
immigration has brought 
about? 

Well, the first immigration was the 

immigration of Russian Germans in 

the 1990s. At that time they were always 

seen as problematic. But I think that 

this group had a rather stabilising effect 

because they often had a good educa-

tion, and also demands in terms of their 

housing situation and the development 

of their children and so on. Cultural 

life also came into the neighbourhoods. 

They quickly created a relatively large 

number of associations where they were 

culturally engaged. Mueßer Holz had 

already reached the low point of pop-

ulation development in 2011, but since 

then the population has increased. The 

influx of refugees from 2015 onwards 

increased the population growth con-

siderably. In terms of urban plan-

ning, this did not result in such major 

changes. What was noticeable was that 

people wanted to be self-employed and 

tried to open small shops or snack bars. 

Then the residential environment was 

used more intensively. There was and 

is a bit more life outside, the parks and 

open spaces are used more. But beyond 

that, it hasn't had a big impact on the 

neighbourhood, no. Maybe there were 

a few more conflicts, now also with the 

Germans. 

What were the biggest 
challenges for planning due to 
immigration? And what were 
the positive aspects?

The large housing estates came into 

focus because they were the place 

where these people could be accom-

modated. When they came in 2015, 

there was a lot of empty housing. The 

biggest impact was that housing that 

was supposed to be demolished was not 

demolished because it was needed for 

housing. This was perhaps an oppor-

tunity for the owners to make money 

from these flats again. For the urban 

planners it meant that plans to rebuild, 

to upgrade the district had to be post-

poned. That was certainly the most 

serious effect on urban planning at the 

time, that there was a postponement of 

five to seven years. Apart from that, it 

The Schwerin neighbourhoods of 
Mueßer Holz and Neu Zippendorf

The Schwerin districts of Mueßer Holz and Neu Zippen-
dorf are being studied together in one of three case stud-
ies in the StadtumMig project. They are located about five 
kilometres from the city centre on the south-eastern out-
skirts of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern’s state capital Schwe-
rin. They were built between 1976 and 1989 as the sec-
ond and third construction phases of the former largest 
residential area in Schwerin, Großer Dreesch, in industrial 
pre-fabricated construction technique. Five-storey res-
idential buildings (WBS 70 and P2 types) and individual 
eleven-storey high-rise groups dominate. After 1990, mi-
gration and a decline in birth rates led to a massive loss 
of residents. At the end of the 2010s, about 10,000 peo-
ple lived in Mueßer Holz and over 5,000 in Neu Zippendorf. 
In terms of the composition of the population, the districts 
are characterised by a high proportion of households with 
transfer payments and a high unemployment rate. High va-
cancy rates and low rents have led to Neu Zippendorf and 
especially Mueßer Holz becoming destinations for immi-
gration in recent years.
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also meant a diversification of the pop-

ulation structure for the districts. The 

challenges were the associated tasks of 

integration, language acquisition, and 

integration into the labour market. And 

since these people now lived in these 

large housing estates, it was also con-

centrated there. This is also a thesis 

of the StadtumMig project, that large 

housing estates are becoming arrival 

neighbourhoods – and of course this 

is noticeable.

Is this reflected in the policies 
and strategies of the 
municipality?

I think it's very ambivalent. When I 

started here, the goal was to upgrade 

these neighbourhoods and establish 

them as residential areas in the city. 

Then – I would say shortly after the turn 

of the millennium – that was no longer 

the case. Politicians often assumed 

that we didn't need them any more. 

The population figures for Mueßer 

Holz were around 6,000, and there 

was hardly any willingness to invest 

in these districts, especially in Mueßer 

Holz. This changed at some point, so 

that the districts are now viewed pos-

itively. It was recognised that housing 

is needed in the long term. Due to the 

segregation study by Helbig and Jäh-

nen (see p. 6), integration into the city 

and desegregation have again become 

the goal of urban policy. This segrega-

tion study has changed a lot – in terms 

of the perception of these neighbour-

hoods. But especially for Mueßer Holz it 

is completely unclear how to react. On 

the one hand, it is said that the segrega-

tion must be reduced, but on the other 

hand, one is a bit helpless because of 

the dimension of the problem. 

How do you think large 
housing estates will develop in 
the future? And what political 
course do you think needs to 
be set here at city level or 
perhaps also at federal level?

I have my problems with the term “large 

housing estate”. There is no such thing as 

“the large housing estate” here in Schwe-

rin and there will never be one any-

where; there are many different large 

housing estates. 

What is needed now to help 
Mueßer Holz and counteract 
the greatest fears of social 
decline?

Investment in education infrastructure 

is important. At the moment, this is 

already happening quite well. The fact 

that the job centre and the employment 

agency are important institutions for 

the city and thus also focus a little more 

on the district is certainly also impor-

tant. But points of attraction must also 

be created for the city as a whole. The 

opening of the television tower and the 

upgrading of the fire brigade museum 

would perhaps be a good possibility, 

because the district must be integrated 

more strongly into the city as a whole. 

It is also important that the residential 

environment is upgraded to eliminate 

the effects of deconstruction. However, 

this is a very difficult task due to the 

limited financial power of the city. In 

many places you can see the gaps left 

by the demolition. The district makes 

a very unfinished impression at one 

corner or another. New housing con-

struction is also important, as a sign 

that it is possible to create new hous-

ing in this part of town. Until now, this 

district has always been seen from the 

point of view of deconstruction. I don't 

think that such new housing construc-

tion will contribute much to desegre-

gation, because the numbers that are 

possible will be relatively small. But 

I think that in any case new housing 

construction is good for the image, to 

show: New housing is also possible in 

the district and not just demolition. 

For the city as a whole, it is important 

that the differentiation that has taken 

place in recent years is perceived at all. 

That we no longer talk about “the large 

housing estate” or “the Plattenbau”, but 

that we take a closer look: How have 

urban districts and neighbourhoods 

developed? I think that's one of the 

main problems, that this differenti-

ation still doesn't take place, but that 

there is still a great deal of generali-

sation. This usually leads to the worst 

image spreading to all, and not vice 

versa, that the best image pulls the 

others along. 

The interview was conducted by Madlen 

Pilz and Matthias Bernt. The interview was 

conducted online on March 3, 2022. It is 

printed in an abridged and edited form.

View of the Berliner Platz in the Neu Zippendorf neighbourhood, Schwerin
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The IRS is Repositioning Itself

At the turn of the year 2021/2022, 

changes in the organisation and ori-

entation of IRS research took effect. 

They are the result of a strategy pro-

cess “IRS 2025”, which the Institute had 

carried out in the previous two years. 

As the most important change, since 1 

January 2022 the IRS no longer or-gan-

ises its social science research from a 

spatial perspective in five research 

departments, but in three consolidated 

research areas:

Economy and Civil Society

The research area examines how 

spaces are created and changed 

through interactive, in-novative, cre-

ative, knowledge-based and entrepre-

neurial action. It focuses on the com-

plex interaction of civil society, public 

and private sector actors.

Politics and Planning

The research area analyses the polit-

ical negotiation, planning design and 

transformation of the social and spa-

tial development of cities and regions. 

It primarily examines the govern-ance 

of increasingly uncertain, complex and 

ambiguous problem situations.

Contemporary History and 
Archive

The research area’s focus is on the 

design, planning and appropriation 

of spaces in recent history. Currently, 

the history of urbanisation, the history 

of architecture and urban plan-ning in 

the GDR, the significance of material-

ity in the historical change of the built 

environ-ment as well as cross-border 

cooperation in spatial development are 

the focus of interest.

Research Programme

On 1 January 2022, the new IRS 

research programme entitled “Disrup-

tion. Critical Moments of So-cio-Spa-

tial Change”. In the recent past, sur-

prisingly occurring crises – such as 

the COVID 19 pandem-ic – have shown 

that future expectations should not be 

based solely on mega-trends with long-

term effects. Rather, the occurrence of 

further, unforeseeable events must be 

expected. How such disruptions can 

be captured in social science, how 

they arise, what influence they have 

on practices of socio-spatial change 

and how societies can better prepare 

for them will be researched at the IRS 

over the next four years on the basis of 

this new research programme.

https://leibniz-irs.de/fileadmin/user_upload/Forschung_Downloads/Research_Programme_IRS_2022_25_.pdf
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